'His debts began to be heavy, and all his resources were exhausted.
Sir Joshua [Reynolds] is of opinion that he owed not less than two thousand pounds. Was ever poet so trusted before?' And the next day he wrote to Bennet Langton that Goldsmith had 'died of a fever, exasperated, as I believe, by the fear of distress. He had raised money and squandered it, by every artifice of acquisition and folly of expense.
But let not his frailties be remembered; he was a very great man.' Johnson's famous Latin epitaph for the monument in Westminster Abbey included the phrase that there was almost no form of literature Goldsmith had not put his hand to, and that whatever he had attempted he had made elegant. To Johnson, then, as to many of Goldsmith's biographers, it was a matter of the contrast between greatness and frailty.
By the time Goldsmith died in London, two hundred years ago, on 4
April 1774, he had composed two of the eighteenth century's best A. Norman Jeffares known poems, 'The traveller' and 'The deserted village' and there are other well known poems of his too, notably the 'Stanzas on woman', 'When lovely woman stoops to folly', 'Retaliation' and the 'Elegy on the death of a mad dog'. He had also written The Vicar of Wakefield which was probably most popular in the nine teenth century but is still read for its gentle irony, and for its wisdom as well as its sense of absurdity. He had created two comedies, His life as a writer went through a cycle, indeed a series of cycles, of over-spending (very often in charity to others, for he was generous to the point of absurdity), of over-borrowing and then of over-working in vain efforts to catch up. Goldsmith was ambitious, but his father gave him no training for fending off poverty.
Here is how Goldsmith's character, The Man in Black-who is very like his author-described his father the country clergyman: Goldsmith had come to college with reluctance. He belonged to the middle rank of the Anglo-Irish, the professional class. Shaw has described this particular level of Irish society well. Discussing his family in the preface he wrote in 1879 to his first novel Immaturity, he said the Shaws were younger sons from the beginning.
'I was', he said, 'a downstart, and the son of a downstart:
I sing my own class: the shabby Genteel, the Poor Relations, the Gentlemen who are No Gentlemen . . . ' He described his family in terms that would apply to Swifts, or Congreves, or Farquhars, or Goldsmiths, or Sheridans, or Wildes or Yeatses or Synges:
on the whole, they held their cherished respectability in the world in spite of their lack of opportunity. They owed something, perhaps, to the con fidence given them by their sense of family. In Irish fashion they talked There is a pensive note woven through the contrapuntal com position of the poem; there follows a sonorous outburst of thundering rhetoric:
111 fares the land, to hastening ills a prey, And there is a passage which is the real key to Goldsmith. The poem's memories of former communal life jostle with those of desertion.
The poem has gained intensity by constant contrast, constant awareness of the past in its view of the present. Memories of home crowd in upon the solitude of the city dweller.
Goldsmith was living as a solitary guest in England, but in Ireland his brother was dead, the man he had loved better than most men.
And once his brother was dead any imagined retreat from loneliness was cut completely.
No future existed in terms of the past for the traveller, that lost past, that timeless past, spent in the peaceful Irish midlands:
